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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to collect office referral data from seventh grade
students at a rural middle school in order to assess the effectiveness of a school-wide
Positive Behavior Support System (PBS). Pre and post implementation data was
collected and evaluated.
The results of the paired samples t-test were mixed and allowed for multiple
interpretations. The raw data showed that office referrals actually went up for the second
half of the year once the PBS was put into action. The causation for this increase is
discussed.
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The Effects of a School-Wide Positive Behavior Plan
on a Rural Middle School
Middle School Behaviors
Tobin, Sugai, and Colvin (1996) identify that one of the primary responsibilities
of middle school administrators is dealing with discipline problems that have become
chronic due to previously ineffective behavior interventions. While modifying children's
aversive behavior is more effectively managed earlier, middle school interventions can be
effective. Middle school can play a pivotal role in keeping students from paths that can
lead to school failure and dropout (Mehas, Boling, Sobieniak, Sprague, Burke, & Hogan,
1998). According to Mehas et al. (1998) at least 25% of middle school students fear
becoming the victim of a fellow classmate during the school day. This victimization can
be something as simple as teasing by another student or even something as severe as
being the physical outlet for another student's emotions. A solution to this would be to
implement a behavior intervention plan that could be systematically and explicitly taught
school-wide within the middle school setting to all students and consistently used by
faculty. By targeting all the students with a set of universal standards, professionals
reduce students being singled out. Students who comply with school-wide rules will
become positive role models for their peers who seem to be struggling with the ability to
display appropriate behaviors. Addressing problem behaviors is a concern in both the
general and special education setting. According to George, Harrower, and Knoster
(2003) a large number of administrators are spending significant amounts of time trying
to address the issues involved with student discipline. Losing valuable instructional time
as a result of a teacher's inability to manage his/her classroom is a primary concern for
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administrators. In order to increase the instructional time in the classroom it is vital for
teachers to implement a proactive classroom management plan designed to prevent or
address students' inappropriate behavior. The primary objective of a behavior program is
to target problem behavior before it becomes a problem. However, before coming up
with a possible solution, we must first identify whether or not discipline problems have
become an issue with our students.
Measuring Problem Behavior
Office Referrals
Definition. Tobin et al. (1996) state that office referral records can be used to
give insight to how students interact with each other and how they comply with school
rules. This insight will allow administrators to target problems before they become an
issue. School staff will be able to perform early assessments and provide the
individualized services that may be necessary at the beginning of a student's middle
school career rather than waiting until midyear to address critical problems. One of the
most common ways to measure problem behavior is to look at students' patterns of office
referrals before and after a behavior intervention has taken place. Sprague, Sugai,
Homer, and Walker (1999) define an office referral as a measure for recording an event
in which the following occurs: a school rule or norm was violated as a result of a student
engaging in deviant behavior, that behavior was then observed or identified by a teacher
or administrator, and as a result of these actions a written record was produced to deliver
a consequence for the student's actions.
Predictive measures. Schools need some direction in how to use office referral
records in order to provide school-wide behavior supports for their students (Sugai,
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Sprague, Horner, & Walker, 2000). Tobin et al. (1996) have indicated that since office
referrals are being consistently recorded, they are able to provide us with a large amount
of information about regularly occurring problem behaviors. Tobin, Sugai, and Colvin
(2000) have suggested that office referral patterns can be predictive of academic failure
in secondary school, social delinquency, referral to alternative settings or special
education, or future acts of violence in the school setting. They reported that the data we
collect from these office referrals can be used for planning school-wide interventions and
assessments. It is a logical expectation to then use office referrals to predict future
behavioral occurrences and to collect data on past and present behavior patterns. Of
course as with any type of data collection, some obvious confounding variables occur
when using office discipline referral data.
Cautions for using office referrals. By collecting longitudinal office referral data,
a researcher can eliminate many of the confounding variables that could influence the
results. Before collecting any data, measures need to be implemented to secure the
confidentiality of the students' behavior records. Once guidelines have been put in place,
data can begin being collected and discipline patterns can be identified.
Identifying discipline patterns. Sprague et al. (1999) suggest that office referral
data can allow schools to discover where to focus their discipline efforts efficently. The
three different levels at which they can focus are: the primary, secondary, or tertiary
levels of intervention. For the purpose of this review, I will refer to them as universal,
group, and individual interventions. (see figure 1) These levels are based on the use of a
Positive Behavior System (PBS) through an organized timeline (Walker, Horner, Sugai,
Bullis, Sprague, Bricker, & Kaufinan, 1996). Tidwell, Flannery, and Lewis-Palmer
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(2003) report that schools that are ready to implement a school-wide PBS must be ready
to teach school-wide standards at the universal level, create group based interventions at
the specific group level, and finally be able to provide complete, intensive behavior
interventions at the instructional level. If a school can not commit to completing these
levels and providing all of the necessary prevention measures then they should not
implement a PBS.
Universal. The universal group encompasses the behavior of students as a whole
school. This would be the set of school rules with clear consequences for breaking these
rules that all students are required to follow regardless of their disability level. The
overall purpose of the universal level is to prevent future behavior problems. Sprague, et
al. (1999) have identified that every student will not respond to universal behavior
interventions, these students with more chronic problem behavior will require the more
selected and individualized support.
Group. The group level which is the next step up from the universal level
provides support that is more intense and group-based. This level is made up of a group
of students who are having problems complying with the universal standards. At this
level too many students are involved to give them all individualized intense interventions.
According to Tidwell, et al. (2003), this is where we see the creation of the group-based
interventions. During the group intervention we see the use of flexible interventions
based upon assessments of the deviant student behavior. This level is also used to
identify those students who may be in need of individualized interventions.
Individual. Finally, the individual level would consist of a small number of
students who haven proven that they need behavior intervention at the one-on-one level.
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Tidwell, et al. (2003) look at this level of intervention as being one that is highly
individualized, intense, and comprehensive. These interventions should also be based on
a collaborative effort with the help of teachers, administrators, and even parents. Since
this intervention usually ends up being a longer occurring event than the previous levels it
is important to perform a functional behavioral assessment (FBA). IDEIA (2004) states
that an FBA and behavioral intervention plan (BIP) be created for a student when the
behavioral interventions last for an extended period of time. The FBA allows the teacher
to create a set of goals and short term objectives for the student being targeted. When
implemented correctly, the individualized interventions should result in notable changes
in the behavior of the student such as self-sufficiency and more involvement in social and
academic settings.
In order to effectively run the individual level of treatment, the universal and
group intervention levels must also be in place. Even though the intensity is different for
each level, all levels of intervention have in common is the three components at which
each intervention needs to take place.
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Definition ofDiscipline
Traditional definition. When trying to define discipline many people refer to a
traditional and non-traditional definition. When defining discipline traditionally, people
commonly say that it involves the procedures that focus on control by using
consequences that solely involve punishment (School-Wide PBS). Tidwell, et al. (2003)
believe that the discipline systems in most modern schools are more apt to react to
delinquent behaviors rather than to use strategies to prevent future occurrences of the
delinquent behavior. This belief follows the traditional definition of discipline; however,
in recent years a shift to a more proactive approach has occurred. A fair amount of
research evidence to support the fact that reactive discipline systems are not working in
today's schools and that they may even help to increase delinquent behaviors occurring
within the school setting (Lipsey and Wilson, 1993; Mayer, 1995). This in turn has led to
a surfacing of the modern or non-traditional discipline definition.
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Non-traditional definition. The modem way of defining discipline is the non

traditional belief that discipline is composed of the steps/actions that a teacher,
administrator, or parent takes in order to enhance the social and academic success of a
student (http://www.pbis.org/schoolwide). The biggest difference between these two
definitions is that the traditional approach focuses on a reactive method, whereas the non
traditional approach focuses on a more pro-active approach to discipline. The key phrase
to remember when talking about the modem approach to discipline is that it is aimed at
preventing future delinquent behavior as opposed to just reacting to it when it occurs.
Tidwell et al. (2003) state that in order to prevent behavior, as opposed to react to
behavior; schools must have a school-wide behavior intervention approach. This means
that the school needs to have a set way of dealing with discipline that is congruent
throughout the entire school so that all students will know what is expected from them at
all times.
School-Wide Positive Behavior Systems (PBS)
Legislation that supports the use ofa PBS One of the most influential pieces of

legislation that influences what we do in the special education world is the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004. IDEIA was created so
that all students regardless of their disability level could receive a free and appropriate
education (FAPE) in the public school system. As with most things, best practice suggest
that we use solutions that are research based and proven effective with our students. As
current research (Gable, Quinn, Rutherford, & Howell, 1998; Homer & Sugai, 2000;
Netzel & Eber, 2003; Sprague, et al. 1999; Utley, Kozleski, Smith, & Draper, 2002)
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suggests, a Positive Behavior Support may be the answer that administrators and teachers
are looking for.
Creation of the PBS. Carr, et al. (2002) supports the belief that Positive Behavior
Supports are a result of three major occurrences in the school setting: person-centered
values, applied behavior analysis (ABA), and the focus on inclusion of all students into
the general education classroom setting. Applied behavior analysis is defined as a
systematic lengthening of the principles of "operant psychology" to concerns of social
importance (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968). PBSs are related to an ABAs because they are
the reason that we created PBSs in the special education setting. Creating ABA led us to
find solutions to problem behaviors through tracking student stimuli, response to stimuli,
and reinforcement in relation to the response; so in turn, we created PBSs as a way to
influence students' choices. ABAs have pushed educators to create methods to model
and reinforce behavioral situations for a wide array of situations in order to help reduce
overall deviant student behavior (Sulzer-Azaroff & Mayer, 1991). Generally speaking,
we could say that ABAs have been a "springboard" for the creation of the PBS in our
schools (Carr, et al., 2002).
Definition ofa PBS. A Positive Behavior Support can be looked at as a modem
approach to dealing with school-wide discipline that incorporates the use of "proactive"
practices for definition, instruction, and support of appropriate student behaviors in order
to promote a more positive school environment (School-Wide PBS). Sugai et al. (2000)
define a PBS as being an encompassing range of individual and systematic practices for
obtaining positive social and academic outcomes while at the same time being able to
prevent deviant behaviors in all students. This definition implies that instead of solely

Effects of 11
disciplining a child for his/her deviant behaviors, we must also take steps to teach the
appropriate alternatives. PBS supports the belief that we need to take steps to prevent
problem behaviors that may occur with our students before they ever become an issue.
Homer, et al. (2000) suggest that in order for a school to implement a school-wide
behavior support successfully they must focus on enforcing the use of appropriate
behaviors with all students. In order to be able to address all students, teachers need
address behavior issues while teaching academic subjects. The original idea behind a
school-wide behavior support system has been around for a while; however, the manner
in which schools are approaching it has a more modem feel.
Netzel, et al. (2003) believe that professionals create a proactive approach to
school-wide discipline than you will have a system that enforces the use of multiple
levels of intervention which will allow for the addressing of problem behavior supports
for all children, even those students who display the most significant behavior problems.
By addressing different levels of support, you are also making sure that you are able to
reach all students regardless of their disability level.
Three components ofa PBS (model, practice, evaluate). We need to remember
that all behavior is chosen (Albert, 2003). A student will partake in a given behavior in
order to obtain or avoid something. This decision can be a conscious or subconscious
decision on the student's behalf. With this being said, it is accurate to say that since all
behavior is chosen then students can be encouraged to choose to engage certain behaviors
over others. This is why it is important that when we "teach" students to partake in a
Positive Behavior System (PBS) that we do so by following three distinctive levels.
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Mehas et al. (1998) feel that in order to see serious changes in student behavior
that it is necessary to implement a program that has been cautiously planned and carefully
organized. This is why when beginning a PBS in a school, it is important to implement it
by incorporating the use of three distinctive levels: modeling, practicing, and evaluating.
As educators, we know that in order for a student to learn a new task, we need to teach
and re-teach in an explicit and systematic fashion. The first and most obvious step to
teaching any skill is the modeling of what you are trying to teach. In regards to behavior,
it is important that the modeling takes place in a systematic and explicit manner in order
to ensure that the students are clear of what is expected of them. After modeling it is
important to have the student practice what has already been modeled for them. I look at
this stage as a practice run for what is expected and a chance to modify any behaviors
that were not clearly taught in the beginning. Finally we enter into the evaluation
component of a PBS. The evaluation component is a way of seeing if what was taught is
being used in a successful manner by those who are expected to use it. The evaluation
can be something as simple as an observation or even something more complex as
comparing office discipline referral records. No matter how you evaluate your PBS, it is
important to make sure that you use a method that is both reliable and valid. The
evaluation component will also allow you to make accurate modifications to what you
already have in place to make it more successful. Completing evaluations will even
direct you to which level of behavior support you will be focusing the majority of your
efforts on.
4 levels ofbehavior support. When talking about behavior supports in school, it
is important to note that they occur on four distinct levels: school-wide, specific setting
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(non-classroom), specific setting (classroom), and individual student (George, Harrower,
& Knoster 2003). It is important to have different levels because different levels are
better for working with different types of behavior. For example, the school-wide
behavior support level is involved with creating guidelines for everyone in the school to
follow throughout all of the different settings in school. This is the level that will be
focused on in regards to this research topic. However, I think that it is also important for
us to look at the other levels of behavior supports in order to understand why this school
wide level is appropriate for us to focus on.
In the second level of behavior support, we see the creation of guidelines in a
specific non-classroom setting. This would be a setting such as the cafeteria or school
bus, basically any school related setting that does not deal specifically with the academic
classroom setting. The guidelines here would be mainly based on behavior expectations
to display while in these particular settings.
In the third level of support, specific classroom setting, we see the creation of
guidelines in a specific classroom setting. A good example of this would be the creation
of classroom rules; students are made to understand that these rules are to be followed in
class, but may not have to apply the same rules in other school settings.
Finally in the final level of behavior support, individual student, we see behavior
expectations that have been created with the belief that they are to be generalized for a
specific student. George et al. (2003) state that these individual student expectations are
created as a result of a "child-centered" behavior support plan being conducted. This
plan usually comes into place as a result of a functional behavior assessment taking place.
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Implementation ofa school-side PBS. Sugai (2001) has created a set of steps that
should be followed when a school approaches using a school-wide system of positive
behavior supports. There are six goals that a school should accomplish to successful
implement a PBIS.
1. The school needs to select and modify practices that are proactively effective,
efficient, and relevant in opposition to practices that are solely reactive.
2. Arrange opportunities to teach and allow for practicing of the concepts you are
implementing.
3. Remove any influences that will allow for the maintenance of undesirable
behaviors.
4. Create an environment that is freed of aversive that allow for the undesirable
behaviors to occur.
5. Create a system of support for the creation of conditions that will increase the
desirable behavior occurrence rates.
6. Create a system of evaluation that will allow for the modification of practices and
to measure the effectiveness of the program.

Statement ofpurpose. Sugai et al. (2000) reported that schools that have been
identified as being safe and effective environments have not done so by chance; rather it
is a result of administrators and educators making considerable efforts to create safe
school cultures. By implementing a school-wide positive support in a middle school
setting, we will be able to see an increase in positive student behavior and a reduction of
office referrals. We will be able to measure the effectiveness of the program by
collecting office referral data from before and after the implementation of the PBS.
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Method
Setting
This study was conducted in a rural middle school in southeast Virginia. The
total school enrollment is approximately 469 students in grades 7 and 8. However, for
the purpose of this study I will only be focusing on the 7th grade students. As for the
ethnic makeup of the school there is some variance with state averages. The school has
72% African Americans as compared to a 30% state average, less than 1 % American
Indian as compared to the same state average, no Asian students as compared to a 3%
state average, 1% Hispanic students as compared to a 5% average, and 27% Caucasian as
compared to a 62% state average. This school has not received a Title 1 accreditation
and 59 percent of the school is receiving free or reduced price lunches.
Subjects
For this study, all in graders regardless of their disability level were used as long
as they had an office referral folder on file in the front office. Out of all 7th grade
students, a total of 106 had a folder on file.
Instrument
Office referrals were used to measure the effectiveness of PBS in this study. The
use of pre-existing office referrals eliminated the actual student interaction in this study.
For the purpose of this study I compared office referral data previous to the
implementation of the PBS and after the implementation of the PBS. Collecting this data
had its own set of cautions that have already been discussed in the review of related
literature.
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Procedure

A letter explaining the study was sent to the principal of the middle school to
request their participation in this study (See Appendix A). The letter stated that the study
would be conducted in strict confidentiality. I was notified by email that the school
would be willing to participate in the study. After obtaining the permission, I visited the
school on multiple occasions to go through the office referral folders and collect data.
The school was notified by emails or phone calls before each visit to make sure that it
would not be an inconvenience for them.
Office referral data from 106 students was collected in this study. However, since
the study was only focused on behavioral office referrals, which doesn't include tardies
and skipping, only 99 ofthe student folders were used. Ofthese students, 16 were
special education while the other 83 were general education students. From these 99
students, a total of281 office referrals were on file for behavioral write-ups. I split this
data into two groups on order to analyze the results. The two groups being compared
were the total number ofoffice referrals from September through December (n=118) and
the total number ofreferrals from January through April (n=163). These two separate
groups were chosen on the basis that the PBS was not put into place until January. A
comparison was not made between separate school year data because the school could
not provide any office referral data from the previous school year.
Data Analysis

In order to determine the effectiveness ofthe data that was collected, a paired
sample T-test ofdependence was used.
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Results
The paired samples t-test ofdependence produced the following statistics. The
mean number of referrals from group 1 (September-December) was 1.11 with a standard
deviation of 1.54 and the mean number of referrals from group 2 (January-April) was
1.54 with a standard deviation of 1.35. The mean difference between the two groups was
-.42. The standard deviation for the difference between the two groups was 1. 73 with a
standard error mean of .17. The! value was -2.520 with 105 degrees of freedom.

Table 1
Paired Samples Statistics
Mean

N

Std. Deviation

Std. Error Mean

SEPTDEC

1.1132

106

1.54

.15

JANAPRIL

1.54

106

1.35

.13

Table 2
Paired Samples Test

SEPTDEC-JANAPRIL

T

df

Sig. (2-tailed)

-2.52

105

.013

Discussion
As stated in the review ofliterature, George, et. al (2003) report that a large
number of administrators are spending huge amounts of time trying to address the issues
involved with student discipline. The administrators at the school used for the study have
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the same concern and they hope by working with Longwood professors that they will be
able to alleviate it. The results of this study show that behavior is indeed an issue at the
middle school and this is why a PBS was implemented there.
The results showed that there was an increase in the number of office referrals
submitted for the second half of the school year. In order to rule out non-behavior
referrals I did not include any that dealt with tardiness and skipping. By doing this I
would have thought that the office referrals would have been fewer after the
implementation of the PBS. It is also interesting to note that the office referrals were at
their highest in February, the month that the PBS was actually implemented in the school.
The results that were gathered from the office referral data could have a mixed
interpretation. They can be used to say that the program was not a success because the
number of referrals actually went up during the second half of the year. However, after
talking with Howe and Keith (2005, personal communication) I was also able to make the
conclusion that the results could also show that the program was successful. A possible
interpretation for the increase in office referrals is that teachers were given a better
method for recording the behavior than they had previously had. Other factors also need
to be discussed.
The most important in my opinion was the fact that the school did not follow
through with what was being implemented. Upon arriving at the school to collect data it
was very apparent that the school was no longer strictly enforcing the PBS. This became
even more apparent when I began going through the office referral data that was on file.
For referrals that were written in the month of February, which was also the month when
the actual training took place, it was obvious that the teachers were following a uniform
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system of discipline. However, for the months March and April it became apparent that
all the teachers were not on the same level when writing referrals.
After talking with Howe and Keith (2005, personal communication), it became
apparent that they shared similar opinions in regards to why the PBS has not been
successful. Howe stated that our results could have actually shown that the PBS was
successful. He brought up the point that if the program was successfully implemented
that the total number of referrals could have gone up because there was a more efficient
way of recording problem behavior. He also shared the belief that I have that the school
office referral data may have a naturally occurring spike in the month of February.
However, due to limited research I could not find out if this spike was fact or opinion.
Schools need some direction in how to use office referral records in order to apply
school-wide behavior supports among their students (Sugai, Sprague, Homer, & Walker,
2000). This statement was confirmed in my interview with Howe and Keith when they
stated that they did not have a high level of response from the school officials in regards
to implementing the PBS. If you don't have cooperation from the school it will be harder
to get anything done. It was also apparent that a lot of direction was not given on how to
use office referrals when I read through them. It was easy to tell by reading the referrals
what teachers knew how to do it and which didn't know how to do it, or didn't care about
doing it right.
It is important to remember when interpreting these results that this study was
very limited in the results. In order to fully evaluate if the program was a success in the
school there needs to be more research done.
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Limitations
I found that there were a number of different limitations that could have had an
impact on the results. The first thing that has to be taken into account is that both the
principal and vice principal are new to the school this year. This creates a world of
limitations all on its own. Another limitation could have been that the school did not
keep communication lines open with Longwood's professors. If there is not a good line
of communication then the program won't be as successful. A final limitation in my
opinion is that there was a lack of organization at the school. When I asked to look at
office referral data from last year, I was told that I would have to search through a
number of unlabeled boxes because the current administration had no idea where last
year's records went. Mehas, et al. ( 1998) stated that in order to see serious changes in
student behavior that the program needs to be organized and carefully planned.
Suggestionsfor Future Research
For further study the perceptions of the teachers involved in the implementation
of the PBS should be examined. By examining these perceptions, the researchers would
be able to see if the idea of a school-wide PBS is fully understood by the teachers trying
to implement it. I would also suggest that data be collected from at least two separate
school years. This would allow the researcher to combat some of the limitations that may
occur as a result of such a limited sample being used.
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Appendix A
Letter to Administrator

Effects of 25
1031 Lancer Cir.
Farmville, VA 23901
Date:

February 1, 2005

To:

Administration of --- Middle School

From: Patricia Rousis
I am currently working on a collaboration research project in order to obtain my
Masters degree in special education at Longwood University. I am writing to request
your permission to conduct a study at _____ Middle School in regards to the
effectiveness of the PBS recently implemented within the school. As you are aware of,
PBS explicitly, teach appropriate behaviors across various domains in order to increase
students overall quality of life. Office discipline referral data will be collected in
numerical form as an assessment of the school wide PBS.
This research is collaboration with Dr. Chris Jones who is also from Longwood
University. I assure you the name of the school division will not be used and the study
will be completed in total anonymity. You may withdraw your participation in this study
at any time.
Sincerely,
Patricia Rousis

Project Directors: Dr. Frank Howe, Professor of Guidance and Counseling
Stephen Keith, Assistant Professor of Education
Dr. Chris Jones, Assistant Professor of Special Education

